Patients at the outpatient rheumatology clinic: do they really need to be there?
BACKGROUND: The workload at many outpatient clinics within the Dutch health care system has been growing relentlessly, resulting in unacceptable waiting lists and reduced accessibility. Assessing streams of patients and introducing a method of accelerated referral of patients back to the general practitioner (GP) under specialist guidance could help to alleviate these problems. METHODS: Seventeen GPs collaborated with rheumatologists during a 2-year period in a 'joint consultation' model in which GPs and rheumatologists discussed patients together. All patient charts belonging to patients who had been referred to the outpatient clinic by these 17 GPs were identified. Rheumatologists assessed whether or not these patients could be referred back to the participating GPs under the guidance of the specialist in the joint consultation model. RESULTS: Of 276 eligible patients, 121 were discharged from the outpatient clinic. Eighty-seven patients required specialist follow-up, 22 patients refused to participate, and six patients were not entered into the study by the rheumatologist. Some 21 patients eventually entered the study, 18 of whom were referred back to the GP. CONCLUSION: The role of joint consultation appears to be limited. Improving the referral behavior of GPs should take precedence over transferring follow-up from the outpatient clinic to the primary care level.